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Northern Qiang language 


Northern Qiang is a Sino-Tibetan language of the Qiangic branch, more 
specifically falling under the Tibeto-Burman family. It is spoken by 
approximately 60,000 people East Tibet, and in north-central Sichuan 
Province, China. 

Unlike its close relative Southern Qiang, Northern Qiang is not a tonal 
language . 
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Northern Qiang 



Rrmearr 

Pronunciation 

[zjriez] 

Native to 

China 

Region 

Sichuan Province 

Ethnicity 

Qiang people 

Native speakers 

58,000 (1999)!: 1 ] 

Language 

family 

Sino-Tibetan 

■ Qiangic 

■ Qiang 

■ Northern Qiang 

Language codes 

ISO 639-3 

eng 

Glottolog 

nort2722 (http://glottolo 

g. org/resource/languoid/i 

d/nort2722) 

Northern Qiangic 

sout3257 (http://glottolo 

g. org/resource/languoid/i 

d/sout3257) 

Southeast Maoxian Qiang! 3 ! 


Northern Qiang dialects 














Northern Qiang is composed of several different dialects, many of which are easily mutually intelligible. Sun Hongkai in 
his book on Qiang in 1981 divides Northern Qiang into the following dialects: Luhua, Mawo, Zhimulin, Weigu, and Yadu. 
These dialects are located in Heishui County as well as the northern part of Mao County. The Luhua, Mawo, Zhimulin, and 
Weigu varieties of Northern Qiang are spoken by the Heishui Tibetans. The Mawo dialect is considered to be the prestige 
dialect by the Heishui Tibetans. 

Names seen in the older literature for Northern Qiang dialects include Dzorgai (Sifan), Kortse (Sifan), Krehchuh, and 
Thochu/Thotcu/Thotsu. The last is a place nameJ 4 ^ 

Sims (2016)^ characterizes Northern (Upstream) Qiang as the *nu- innovation group. Individual dialects are highlighted 
in italics. 

Northern Qiang 

■ NW Heishui: Luhua 

■ Central Heishui 

■ Qinglang 

■ Zhawo 

■ CibaWMZ 

■ Shuangliusuo 

■ uvular V's innovation group: Zhimulin £Q7Mv^, Hongyan Mawo 

■ SE Heishui: Luoduo Longba Musu , Shidiaolou 501^^ 

■ North Maoxian: Taiping Songpinggou 

■ South Songpan : Xiaoxing Zhenjiangguan fl)l £ £, Zhenping 

■ West Maoxian / South Heishui: Weigu Waboliangzi Se'ergu Ekou, Weicheng 

Ronghong , Chibusu, Qugu Wadi Baixi £Huilong Sanlong E.jz^ 

■ Central Maoxian: Heihu 

■ SE Maoxian (reflexive marker innovation): Goukou , Yonghe zkfQ^ 

Phonology 


The phonemic inventory of Northern Qiang consists of 37 consonants, and eight basic vowel qualities.^ 22,25 The syllable 
structure of Northern Qiang allows up to six sounds.^ 30 


Consonants 




The Northern Qiang Consonants ^ 22 



Labial 

Dental 

Retroflex 

Palatal 

Velar 

Uvular 

Glottal 

Voiceless Stop 

P 

t 



k 

q 


Voiceless Aspirated Stop 

P h 

t h 



k h 

q h 


Voiced Stop 

b 

d 



g 



Voiceless Affricate 


ts 

tg 

tG 




Voiceless Aspirated Affricate 


ts h 

tg h 

tG h 




Voiced Affricate 


dz 






Voiceless Fricative 

<f> 

s 

g 

G 

X 

X 

h 

Voiced Fricative 


z 





h 

Nasal 

m 

n 


q 

n 



Voiceless Lateral 


i 






Voiced Lateral 


■ 

_ 






Vowels 

Northern Qiang distinguishes between unstressed and long vowels (signified by two small dots, ":") for all of its vowels 
except for /a/. In addition, there exist 15 diphthongs and one triphthong in the language of Northern QiangJ 6 ^ 25-26 

The Northern Qiang Vowel 
Inventory! 6 !- 25 



Front 

Mid 

Back 

High 

i, i: y, y: 


u, u: 

Mid 

e, e: 

a 

o, o: 

Low 

a, a: 


a, a: 


There may not be a significant phonetic difference in sound between N and /e/, and /u/ and /o/, respectively. In fact, they 
are often used in place of one another without changing the meaning. 

Diphthongs and Triphthongs' 6 ! 26 

Diphthongs: ia, id, ie, ye, eu, 3u, ei, 9i, oi, ua, ua, ua, ue, ui, ya 
Triphthong: uai 

R-coloring 

As the Northern Qiang language becomes more endangered, the use of r-coloring is not being passed down to younger 
generations of the NortherniQang people. As a result, there is great variation in its use. R-coloring is not considered its own 
phoneme because it is a vowel feature and only used to produce vowel harmony (see below), most commonly signifying a 
first person plural marking.' 6 ' 128 

Example: mi x wu [person (<mi):all] 'all the people'! 6 ! 128 


Syllable Structure 

The Northern Qiang Syllable Canon:! 6 ' 30 
(C) (initial-consonant) 


V 


(V) 





(C) 

[fric] 


[glide] 

(final-consonant) 


[fric] 

(V) 

[glide] 


Examples of Syllables permitted in 
Northern Qiang^ 30 


Template 

Qiang Word 

Translation 

V 

a 

'one' 

vv 

au 

'one pile' 

VC 

as 

'one day' 

vcc 

t/b 

X 

(V 

'tight' 

C V 

P0 

'buy' 

cvv 

k h u 0 

'dog' 

cvvv 

kuai-t h a 

'strange' 

cvc 

paq 

'intererst' 

cvcc 

bexg 

'honey' 

cvvc 

duap 

'thigh' 

ccv 

xtge 

'louse' 

ccvv 

§kue 

'roast' 

ccvvv 

gkuei 

'mt. goat' 

ccvc 

5P0I 

'kidney' 

ccvcc 

5P0XS 

'Chibusu' 

ccvvc 

§quap 

'quiet' 

ccvvcc 

epiexl 

'scar' 


Phonological Processes 

Initial Weakening 

When a compound or a directional prefix is added before an aspirated initial, the latter becomes the final of the preceding 
syllable in the new word. This typically causes it to lose its aspirationJ 6 ' :31 ~ 32 

Example: t9- DIR + ba 'big' > t9wa 'become big^ 6 ^ 32 

Vowel Harmony 

Vowel harmony exists in the Mawo (J#H) dialect. Typically, vowel harmony is used to match a preceding syllable's vowel 
with the succeeding vowel or its height. In some cases, however, the vowel of a succeeding syllable will harmonize in the 
opposite way, matching with the preceding vowel. This process occurs across syllables in compounds or in prefix + root 
combinations. Vowel harmony can also occur for r-coloring on the first syllable if the second syllable of a compound or 
prefix + root combination already has r-coloringJ 6 ^ :35_36 

Example: wd 'bird' + ppu 'flock' > wuppu '(wild) pigeon'l 6 ' :35 

Example: Chinese zhaogii + Qiang pd 'to do' > tpauku-pu 'take care of'^ 36 

Example: me 'not' + we 1 'reduce' > me J -we 1 'unceasingly'^ 6 ^ 35 




Example: The realization of the word "one" (a) is influenced by the classifiers:' 7 ' 

■ e si (a day) 

■ a qep (a can) 

■ a pau (a packet) 

■ o bu (a barrel) 

■ 9ju(a pile) 

■ 0 dy (a mouth) 

Epenthetic Vowel 

The vowel /a/ can be embedded within a collection of consonants that are restricted by the syllable canon. The epenthetic 
vowel is used to combine sounds that would typically be impermissible.' 6 ' :36 

Example: bdl-ds-je [do-NOM (< -s)-good to eat] 'advantageous 1 ' 6 ' 136 

Free Variation 

For some words, changing or adding consonants produces no phonological difference in meaning. The most common 
consonant interchange is between /£/ and /x/.' 6 ' :37 

Example: fqu ~xqu 'mouth'' 6 ' :37 

Example: kcp ~ kap3t§ 'orphan '' 6 ' :37 

Orthography 


Northern Qiang Orthography 


Letter 

a 

ae 

b 

bb 

c 

ch 

d 

dd 

dh 

e 

ea 

t 

g 

gg 

gv 

h 

hh 

hv 

i 

iu 

j 

jj 

k 

kv 

i 

IPA 

a 

ae 

P 

b 

ts h 

tl h 

t 

d 

£ 

a 

e 

t 

k 

g 

q 

X 

Y 

h 

i 

y 

tG 

dz 

k h 

q h 

i 


Letter 

Ih 

m 

n 

ng 

ny 

0 

p 

ph 

q 

rr 

s 

sh 

ss 

t 

u 

V 

vh 

vv 

w 

X 

XX 

y 

Z 

zh 

zz 

IPA 

1 

m 

n 

n 

a 

0 

p h 

4» 

tG h 


s 

§ 

z 

t h 

u 

X 

h 


w, 

u 

6 

* 

j 

ts 

t? 

dz 


Nasalized vowels are indicated with trailing nn, rhotacized vowels are indicated with trailing r, long vowels are indicated 
by doubling the vowel letter. 

Morphology 


Northern Qiang uses affixes in the form of prefixes and suffixes to describe or modify the meaning of nouns and 
verbs.' 6 ' :39, 43 > 120 Other morphological processes that are affixed include gender marking, marking of genitive case, 
compounding, and nominalization. Northern Qiang also uses non-affixational processes such as reduplication.' 6 ' 139 


Noun Phrase 

In Northern Qiang, any combination of the following order is allowed as long as it follows this flow. Some of the items 
found below, such as adjectives, may be used twice within the same noun phrase.' 6 ' :39 

Structure of the Northern Qiang noun phrase 

GEN phrase + Rel. clause + Noun + ADJ + DEM/DEF + (NUM + CL)/PL [6]:39 







Gender Marking 

Gender marking only occurs in animals. Typically, /mi/ is the suffix for females, while /zdu/ is the suffix for malesJ 6 ! 48 
Example: w9-mi 'mare'! 6 ! 48 
Example: pur\u-zdu 'male cat'! 6 ! 48 

Pronouns 

Pronouns of Northern Qiang can be represented from the 1st, 2nd, or 3rd person, and can refer to one, two, or more than 
two people.! 6 ! 50 


The Northern Qiang Personal 
Pronouns [61:5 ° 



Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

1 

qa 

tei-zzi 

tei-le 

2 

70 

?i-zzi 

?i-le 

3 

the: /qupu 

thi-zzi 

them-le 


Genitive Case 

The genitive marker /-t£(9)/ is placed on the modifying noun. This modifying noun will precede the noun it 
modifies.! 6 ! 99-100 

Example:! 6 ^ 100 

qa-te Idyz 

Isg-fiEN book 

'my book' 

Verbal Morphology 

Changing the meaning of verbs can be done by prefixes and suffixes, or by using reduplication.! 6 ! 120, 123 


Verbal Prefixes! 6 ! 120 



Marking in Qiang 

Purpose/Meaning 

1 


intensifying adverb 

2 

"various" 

direction/orientation, or 3rd person indirect directive 

3 

/me-/, or /tee-/ 

simple negation, or prohibitive 

4 

/tei/ 

continuative aspect 







Verbal Suffixes ! 6 !- 120 



Marking in Qiang 

Purpose/Meaning 

5 

1-1.1 

causative 

6 

/-a:/ 

prospective aspect 

7 

/ks/, or /la/ 

'(to) go', or '(to) come' (auxiliary directional verbs) 

8 

/-ja/ 

repetition 

9 

/-ji / 

change of state 

10 

/-I-/ 

1st person indirect directive 

11 

l-kl 

inferential evidential, mirative 

12 

l-ul 

visual evidential 

13 

/-go/, l-sanl, /-ge I I, /-sai/, [-wu/ - -u] 

non-actor personl(sg, 2sg, lpl, 2pl, 3sg/pl) 

14 

/-a/, /-n/, /-0 -V, /-i/, /-tei/ 

actor person (lsg, 2sg, lpl, 2pl, 3pl) 

15 

l-\l 

hearsay evidential 


Reduplication 

Repetition of the same root verb signifies a reciprocal action upon one actors, or an ongoing action.! 6 ^ 52,123 
Example: ma 'plaster (a wall)' > mdma 'be plastering'! 6 ^ 123 

Other Morphological Processes 

Compounding 

In Northern Qiang, the modifying noun of the compound must precede the modified nounJ 6 ! :43 

Example;! 6 ! 148, 49 

khua-tsl 

dog-child 

'puppy' 

Nominalization 

Nouns are created from adjectives or verbs using clitics /-s/, /-m/, or /-t£/, the indefinite markers /le/ or /te/, or the definite 
marker /ke/.! 6 ! :59,223 

Example;! 6 ^ 224 

tawd-ta-m 
hat-wear-NOM 

'the person wearing a hat' 

Syntax 

The language of Northern Qiang has quite a predictable syntax without many variations. The typical basic word order is 
SOV.! 6 ! :221 Northern Qiang borrows some Mandarin Chinese words and phrases while keeping its own sentence 
structure.! 6 ! 1222 


le-ze 

P.EF-CL 








Clause Structure 


Order 

(TEMP) (LOC) (ACTOR) (GOAL/RECIPIENT) (ADV) (UG) VC (PART) [6]:221 

(TEMP = temporal phrase; UG = undergoer; VC = verb complex; PART = clause-final particle) 

A sentence in Northern Qiang may be as short as a verb complex, which may just be a predicate nounJ 6 ' :222 
Deriving from the order stated above, Northern Qiang is a language with a Subject-Object-Verb sentence structure. 
Example:® 77 

S O V 

Xumtpi z^ote h aq-e-ze ha-tp 

Xumt^i rabbit-one-c.L Di.R-pierce(kill) 

'Xumt^i killed a rabbit.' 


Code Mixing 

Many loan words or loan phrases from Mandarin are used but the word order of these phrases is rearranged to fit the 
grammatical structure of Northern Qiang.® 222 

Example:® 222 


pds-ijudqi 
today-To.p 

mi-le: 

person-jDEFtcL 
'Today, is the emperor 1 


zpnotpi-sdtsim-le: 
emperor-wife-pEF:cL 

i jud-ijua? 

.C.Q.P-.Q 

s wife a human?' 


teiutein 
(after, all 


be) 


In this sentence, the words "t£iut£in" and "§a" are borrowed from Mandarin. 


Status 


As with many of the Qiangic l ang uages , Northern Qiang is becoming increasingly threatened, with its language status 
evaluated at 6bJ 8 ' Because the education system largely uses Standard Chinese as a medium of instruction for the Qiang 
people, and as a result of the universal access to schooling and TV, most Qiang children are fluent or even monolingual in 
Chinese while an increasing percentage cannot speak Qiang.® Much of the population marry people from other parts of 
China who only speak Mandarin.® 112 

See also 


■ Qiangic languages 

■ Qiang people 
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